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1. INTRODUCTION
This article gives a brief overview of the evolution of road
accidents and safety policy in France since the peak of 1972,
with a focus on the 1990-2000 period**, and presents the main
detailed features for the year 1998. France has a population of
around 59 million inhabitants living on a 550,000 sqkm terri-
tory. Road motor vehicles comprise 27 million cars, 5 million
light trucks, 0.5 million heavy trucks, 0.1 million buses or
coaches, a bit less than 2 million mopeds and 1 million motor-
cycles, covering altogether a distance of 530 billion vehicle-km
a year. Insurance statistics suggest that the number of road ac-
cidents in France is around 2.5 million. Most of them are «dam-
age only accidents»‚ and they will not be considered here. In
the following, «accidents»‚ refer to «personal injury accidents»‚
fatalities refer to the French definition of «died within 6 days».
2. THE EVOLUTION OF ROAD ACCIDENTS
SINCE 1972
The peak for road accidents and fatalities occurred
in 1972, when 16,617 persons died on the roads, 399,067
were injured in 274,476 accidents. Table 1 gives the main
evolutions regarding accidents in the nineties.
With annual average decrease rates of 3%, 3.3%,
2.7% for accidents, injured and fatalities respectively in the
nineties, the annual progress in safety over that period is
comparable to the progress registered between 1972 and
1990 (2.9%, 3.1%, 2.6% respectively). Despite a steady
growth of the seriousness of accidents, the global progress
is important over the quarter of a century: road traffic has
doubled over the period, which means roughly speaking that
the risk factor (accidents or fatalities divided by a traffic
index) is divided by a factor of 4. However, road traffic
growth since 1990 (2.7%/year) is lower than before 1990
(3%). As a result, the risk factor decreases now at a lower
pace. Moreover, the comparison of France to its European
neighbours is not at its advantage: the number of fatalities
per million inhabitants in France is 272 in1997, against 174
in Germany, 179 in Italy and 136 in the United Kingdom.
3. THE EVOLUTION OF ACCIDENTS BY CAT-
EGORY OF USERS AND USAGES
As regards the users, the best progress is registered
for the «other» category (light and heavy trucks, buses
and coaches), probably because a large amount of the traf-
fic is realised by professional drivers. Progress seems
similar for pedestrians and car users, but it must be kept
in mind that the distance covered by walking trips is at a
steady state, while the growth of personal travel by car is
15% between 1992 and 1998. As regards mopeds, the de-
crease of victims is lower than the decrease of the fleet. As
regards motorbikes, the number of victims per million ve-
hicles has decreased by 12% over the period. Taking into
account the mileage performed leads to a risk of fatality
of 7.8 per billion passenger-kilometers in cars and and a
risk of around 100 per billion passenger-kilometers for
pedestrians, bikes, motorised two-wheelers as a whole.
As regards the types of usage, figures for traffic
growth have to be kept in mind: the traffic growth over
the period is 35% for freeways, 13% for national roads,
6% for other roads and 12% for municipal roads. As re-
gards the risk per kilometer, freeways reinforce their « saf-
est» position, but progress is registered everywhere.
Despite progress which is higher than in daytime, night
traffic, which accounts for a small part of total traffic, re-
mains particularly unsafe, with around half of fatalities. It
must be also noted that 36% of the fatalities are related to
accidents where one vehicle only is implied (and addi-
tional 11% for one vehicle only and a pedestrian).
4. THE DETERMINANTS OF THE EVOLUTION
AND THE ROAD SAFETY POLICY
The evolution of the level of road safety may be re-
lated to at least 5 factors:
 The first one is the demographic composition of the
driving population. In relation to the ageing of the driving
population, the proportion of young drivers and recent li-
cence holders is decreasing. Moreover, the share of female
drivers is growing. These two factors contribute to improv-
ing the risk factor. The second is the evolution of road us-
ers: the means of transport with the highest risk exposure
per kilometer (namely, walking and the use of two-wheel
vehicles) are on a relative decline, and this contributes also
to improving the risk factor. The third is the evolution of
the networks used by car users. Important safety investments
have been undertaken on roads, and the greatest traffic
growth is observed on freeways, which are the safest infra-
structures. The fourth is related to vehicles. Vehicles are
now technically safer and the protection of their occupants
has been improved. On the other hand, their improved com-
* Formely Head of Mobility and Space Economic Division, INRETS.
** See IATSS Research Vol. 14 No. 2 (1990) for an overview before 1990.
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Table 3 The evolution of accidents and fatalities by
type of network, area and period
Fatalities Evolution Accidents Evolution
1998 1998/1991 1998 1998/1991
Network
Freeways 471 -21% 5,910 -6%
National trunk 2,280 -22% 20,350 -27%roads
Other roads 4,381 -4% 41,521 -12%
Municipal roads 1,305 -16% 56,606 -16%
Area
Urban area 2,608 -24% 83,148 -21%
Outside urban 5,829 -6% 41,239 -7%areas
Period
Daytime 4,499 +1.4% 84,053 -10%
Nighttime 3,938 -15% 40,334 -19%
fort and maximum speed may give an impression of safety
to “unsafe” drivers, such as drunk drivers.  The fifth is re-
lated to specific safety policies.
 Great decisions regarding speed limits were taken in
the mid-seventies (90km/h on rural roads, 110km/h on 2*2
lane expressways, 130km/h on freeways) and are still in ap-
plication today. The speed limit in urban areas has been re-
duced from 60km/h to 50 km/h in 1990. Limitations related
to weather conditions have been introduced, first in 1983
for rainy conditions and then in 1992: when visibility is
lower than 50m, speed must be lower than 50km/h. A spe-
cific penalty has been introduced in 1998 for speeds exceed-
ing the required level of 50km/h. Automatic speed limitation
devices have been introduced for trucks in 1983. On the
other hand, the number of hours of speed controls is stable
over the nineties and the rate of compliance with speed lim-
its decreases: during daytime and under free flow conditions
on the national network, the 130km/h speed limit is ex-
ceeded by 40% of car drivers, the 110km/h limit by 51%
and the 90km/h limit by 50% of drivers respectively, while
the 50km/h limit in the crossing of small urban areas is ex-
ceeded by 81% of drivers. The great decisions regarding
the protection of the occupants of vehicles were put pro-
gressively into application in the seventies. The
generalisation of the obligation of the use of seatbelts dates
to 1979 for front seats, helmets are compulsory for any kind
of motorised two-wheelers since 1980. The use of seatbelts
on rear seats is compulsory since 1990 and specific protec-
tion devices are compulsory for children since 1992. It is
demonstrated that the presence of an airbag and seatbelt fas-
tening divides by 4 the risk of fatality in the accidents. How-
ever, the rate of seatbelt use, around 95% for front
passengers outside urban areas, falls to 74% in urban areas
and is only around 35% on rear seats. Driving under the
influence of alcohol is a matter of concern since 1970, when
two legal limits have been introduced for fines and offence
(0.8g and 1.2g respectively). The 2 limits have been uni-
fied in 1983 at 0.8, reset at 0.7 in 1994 and 0.5 in 1995.
Moreover, penalties regarding drunk driving have been
strengthened and the number of controls has doubled since
1990. The innovation of the nineties is the institution of the
penalty point licence (law in 1989 for application in 1992):
each driver has a capital of 12 points. Offences lead to the
withdrawal of a number of points which varies with the se-
riousness of the offence. After three years without points
withdrawal, the capital is reset to 12. On the other hand,
when the capital is zero, the licence is withdrawn. Since
1992, 5 million drivers experienced a point withdrawal. In
1998, 1,043,442 drivers have lost a total of 2,821,563 points.
11,055 licences have been invalidated and the capital of
593,129 drivers have been reset to 12.
Table 1  Road accidents in France: 1990-1999
Year Accidents Injured Fatalities
(1972) (274,476) (399,067) (16,617)
1990 162,573 225,860 10,289
1991 148,890 205,968 9,617
1992 143,362 198,104 9,083
1993 137,500 189,020 9,052
1994 132,726 180,832 8,533
1995 132,949 181,403 8,412
1996 125,406 170,117 8,080
1997 125,202 169,578 7,983
1998 124,387 168,535 8,437
1999 124,524 167,572 8,029
Table 2 The  evolution of the victims according to the
means of transport
Means of Fatalities Evolution Injuries Evolution
transport 1998 1998/1991 1998 1998/1991
Pedestrians 98 (11.7%) -27% 18,493 -20%
Bicycle 301 (3.6%) -10% 6,366 -13%
Moped 418 (5.0%) -17% 20,106 -10%
Motorbike 901 (10.7%) -8% 17,953 -12%
Car 5,491 (65.1%) -8% 99,034 -20%
Others 338  (4.0%) -25% 6,583 -24%
All 8,437 (100%) -12% 168,535 -18%
